collage. One time the pen pals all wrote
cinquains together and shared them.

The pen pal project involved a fair
amount of coordination. The elementary
school teachers and I had to develop a
system for delivering the mail to each other
in order to avoid post office delays. We also
had to work out details about the get-to-
gether. But this project was worthwhile for
the enthusiasm it generated about writing.
Suave, sophisticated, too-cool-for-words
college students would get just as excited as
the fourth graders when I walked into the
room with a full mailbag. They were al-
ways prompt about making their replies —
and they never thought of this as writing or
work, even though they were thinking as
authors.

Classroom Experiences

Because my students were going to be
elementary school teachers, I tried to show
them ways in which writing happens across
the curriculum. With the help of Ohio State
University Science Education professor
Michael Beeth, I incorporated counter-
intuitive events in the context of science for
one of my collaborative writing experiences.
We threw raw eggs at a bedsheet (four
students held the bedsheet upright) after
having designed a dozen experiments (one
for each egg!) and predicted results in
traditional scientific process.

My students loved throwing the eggs.
Even though the eggs would not break no
matter how hard the students threw them at
the bed sheet or how tightly the sheet was
held (with the exception of the time they
put the sheet right in front of a concrete
wall) there were inevitable misses and eggs
breaking in the hands of the throwers. In
fact, one can assume that this activity will
result in broken eggs because the mere
existence of raw eggs and students’ basic
desire for fun necessarily result in figuring
out how to break them. The mess added to

sense that they were themselves breaking
out of some narrow mold.

We did this activity outside, naturally
(and we cleaned up afterwards). When we
returned to the classroom, I would ask them
to write about this in small groups. One
frame I always suggested, which was sug-
gested to me when some students were
wishing that a photographer from the
school paper had come by during our ex-
periments, was that they write an article or
the script for a news report on television
about our experiences with the eggs. They
could choose any other genre as well.

Some students were so taken with the
experiments that they continued to experi-
ment (in a sink, with the leftover eggs) to
see under what conditions the eggs would
break. One student, who had studied phys-
ics, spent the writing time working out the
forces. When it came time to share, he came
up to the chalkboard and drew the dia-
grams he had figured out. Many students
did the news report, demonstrating a real
understanding of that genre through their
usage of the correct form and the correct
voice. These news reports were satirical
and very funny — we heard about eggs
being viciously murdered and a whole
group of college students being arrested.

Even though I directly asked the stu-
dents to write about this experience, seem-
ingly casting them back into their previous
associations with writing, the experience of
being not just allowed but encouraged to
throw raw eggs at something was so com-
pelling that it made their writing lively. The
lively quality of their writing indicated to
me that they were seeing writing as a way
of preserving or adding to an experience
that was powerful and exciting. They had
something interesting to write about, some-
thing important.

Show the Possibilities
One of the activities I liked to do early



it also showed the range of possibilites for
writing. Without warning (so no one
would try to influence the results), [ would
ask students to write down everything they
had read in the past twenty-four hours. If
they microwaved a frozen dinner and read
the instructions for doing that, they were to
write it down. If they read street signs
while walking to class, they were to write
that down. Did they read the cereal box
that morning? The shampoo bottle? If they
read a newspaper or magazine, I asked
them to be specific about which parts they
read. Iasked them to think through their
day chronologically so they could be sure to
write everything down. Then they wrote
their lists on the chalk board. In a class of
thirty to thirty-five people, we would have
a huge range of things that had been read,
from children’s literature (for one of their
other classes) to airline tickets, from restau-
rant menus to books about how to do well
on the Graduate Record Exam, from want-
ads to electric bills, from compact disk
pamphlets to letters from home.

I would have a student record this list
from the chalkboard, and I turned it into a
handout. Iseparated out genre and subject
matter, and usually had quite a variety for
both. When I presented the handout at the
next class, I pointed out that human beings
had written everything they had read and
that these were all possibilities for their
own writing. I also gave them my “magic
rule for writing,” which is: you can write
about any subject matter in any genre.

Some interesting writing came from this
list (which differed every quarter but was
essentially a huge list with lots of possibili-
ties). One student wrote a draft of a short
story in which everyday writing such as
grocery lists and checkbook registers gave
the reader hints about a character. Another
student found the notion of highway signs
to be interesting; her story featured the
thoughts of a character who was driving
along the highway reading the signs.

Experimental Writing

Since my own academic specialty i
modernism, I liked to bring modernist
writing techniques into my classroom.
way to do this is through Dada writing

The Dadaists were a group of peop
living mostly in neutral Switzerland d
World War I. They were political and
artistic dissidents and they developed
of linguistic innovations, including po
to be

read

fj;gﬁlsﬁ; THE PR(
in three WORD!
nges ARRANGING
Zaum POWERFL
Dot A COUPLE OF STUL
fhe Dada THE FIRS
pes” for <O\
roetns  BECAUSE THEY -
o lakea CHANGE
per

article, cut it up into its constituent we
and then rearrange the words randormr
a page.

I altered this recipe for my class. C
Dada day, I came into the classroom v
stack of the current day’s issue of the
versity newspaper, several pairs of sci
and jars of rubber cement. Of course
process of defamiliarization began wl
walked into my classroom with such.
odd collection of items. I gave the stu
several options. They could do the tr:
tional Dada-type poem which I expla:
they could just cut out random words
arrange them on the page without ha
to cut up a single article, or they coul
make a collage.

The process of cutting out words
physically arranging them on a page
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powerful one for students. A couple of
students said that it was the first time they
felt they had control over words because
they could move them and change them
around physically.

During the process of doing this, I
pointed out that every time we write, we are
essentially using other people’s words. We
may not be physically cutting them out of
the dictionary, but we are using words that

have been

used by
OF CUTTING OUT Dad
PHYSICALLY poetry,
ON A PAGE WAS A ”cou’nts”
FOR STUDENTS. s wldng
SAID THAT IT WAS though
THEY FELT THEY HAD ool
OVER WORDS cally
MOVE THEM AND o
AROUND PHYSICALLY,  Pepertut

cutting

out words from the oh-so-familiar college
newspaper (seen anew itself as a source of
new writing). This came as a shock to my
students.
Writing Books

In part because my students wanted to
become elementary school teachers, I intro-

“duced children’s books in the patterned

language, cumulative language, and alpha-
bet/number book genres. I talked with my
students about how teachers use such books
to help children learn to read and to give
them a chance to approximate reading
skills. Ibrought in a number of each kind of
book, shared them, and passed them around
the classroom. I felt it was important that
they become familiar with these genres, but
more than that, I was setting up a context in

which groups of students would writ
own books.

This activity became the first colla
tive writing experience I did in a schc
term. I liked to do this one first, beca
students would be writing whole boc
which is an intimidating possibility f
unsure writers. Yet, patterned langu:
cumulative language, and alphabet a:
number books are fairly easy books t:
write. You don’t have to create narra
unless you want to. Once you develc
structure, that structure remains the ¢
throughout the book — the structure
what generates the whole book. And
children’s book is usually short in ler
students didn’t have to write War anc

After my presentation of the book
divided the students into groups and
them to write and illustrate a book in
these genres. Idid this in groups for
eral reasons. One is that with more 1
involved, more ideas would get on t
table, and the group would be more |
to select something that would be int
ing. Further, there are a lot of steps t
writing a book: developing the text,
ing it onto the paper, editing and rev
and developing and executing the ill
tions. These steps would take less tiz
with several people working togethe
Finally, by working in groups, even t
strong writers would be part of a suc
writing project. Had they done it as
viduals, I believe that some of the st
would not have completed the book:

This activity was always a succes
books produced in my class include
wide variety: an interactive patterne
language book in which the reader v
invited to draw the main character d
her various activities, an alphabet bc
geography featuring countries from
lia to Zambia, a fish-shaped patterne
language book about a fish who war
friend, an alphabet book about what
girl found under her bed, and even :



terned language book about the experience
of writing a book in my classroom. We read
the books to each other and applauded
everyone’s efforts. Some students went on
to write books by themselves in writing
workshop. Students who thought that
writing books meant creating a 500-page
manuscript over a period of fifteen to
twenty years learned that they could, in-
deed, write books themselves.

Sharing Writing Struggles

It came as a shock to some of my stu-
dents when [ revealed that I gota D in
English in 10th grade and that I didn’t
become a writer until I was in graduate
school. One of their assumptions about
writing teachers is that they never struggle.
Yet every writer [ know struggles all the
time to get words on the page. We struggle
to find what we want to say and when we
find that, we struggle with how to say it.
We struggle to find where we can say it and
who is interested in hearing it. We struggle
with the desire to communicate and our
fears of not being good enough. Our stu-
dents need to know that we share every
struggle they have.

Likewise, there is a delightful book, a
copy of which was on my cart, of rejection
letters sent to famous authors. This is
reassuring for struggling writers that some
of the books that are considered great and
wonderful received terrible rejection letters.
There are also editions of some great works
which show the author’s revision process
(e.g., an edition of Eliot’s typescript for
“The Wasteland” with Ezra Pound’s sug-
gestions for changes). Students should not
wait until they take graduate-level litera-
ture classes in order to become aware of
authors’ revision processes.

“Performance

For every project that we did, there was
some kind of opportunity for performance
at the end, which would bring the project to
a close and also give students a chance to
communicate to an audience with their

writing. Some of our writing was s
cally designed to be performed, as
opera that we wrote collaboratively
unit I did with them on ballads. W
or not we had an audience of peop!
side the class, we gave the best per:
of our musical writing that we coul
order to celebrate our work.

There was also an optional perf
period at the beginning of each clas
I always began class with a poetry
We would choose a subject matter
from poetry books poems about th:
ject, no matter how tangentially co
Sometimes we would talk about th
when the mood struck us. The ran
poems we read was great, from thc
who have made it into the academ;
to children’s poetry, and including
poets whose work is not likely to b
subject of academic analysis.

Students were encouraged to re
own works, as well as works that h
published by authors not in the cla
Sometimes I would ask a student (;
vate, beforehand) to read somethin
he had written. While we never ag
the work of the poets from outside
classroom, when one of the author:
classroom read a work, we always
round of applause. I established tt
tion early in the term without sayi
thing about what I was doing. Isi
started the applause at the right m
But the students quickly caught on
while the poets whose works we re
books were good and worthwhile,
really special and wonderful thing
piece from someone who was in ot
community of writers. This gave a
diate message to the writer that his
work was appreciated — and enco
others to take the risk of sharing, w
what writing is all about.

Life in the Defamiliarized Clas

Defamiliarization techniques a
to reluctant writers. They are also
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ful for students who love to write. Some of
the best and most confident writers in my
classroom stretched themselves by trying
new genres and new writing techniques as
well.

The success of defamiliarization as a
teaching technique was brought home to
me in a series of cartoons that one of my
students wrote about the program the
students were in. The cartoon for my class
featured me on the first day of class wel-
coming the students and telling them, “This
quarter in writing class we are going to sing
operas, throw eggs, do Dada poetry, and
have pen pals.” In the next panel, a con-
fused student raises his hand and asks,
“Yes, but are we going to write?”

Over the course of ten weeks, my stu-
dents had more than fifty different opportu-
nities for writing. My use of defamiliariza-
tion strategies meant that a lot of this writ-
ing didn’t feel like writing to them. What
often happened was that students surprised
themselves with what they were able to do.
Many of them came into the class reluctant
to write; they left the class having discov-
ered something new about themselves and
their capabilities.

About the Author: If the text in this journal
seems a little . . . defamiliarized . . . on
occasion, perhaps it is because Carolyn
Cutler is the Production Editor for OJELA!
She recently completed a Ph.D. in Ohio
State’s interdisciplinary program; her
specialties are modernism and semiotics.
She is a freelance writer and editor.

Ohio Literary Map Available
Western Ohio Council of Teachers of En-
glish Language Arts (WOCTELA) offers an
Ohio literary map and study packet. Indi-
cate elementary, middle school (junior
high), or high school study packet. To
order, send a check for $9.50 (payable to
WOCTELA) to Marjorie MacKeown, 1444
Pinecrest Drive, Dayton, OH 45414.

Grades 3-12

After students have been writing for
about a month and we have shared and
discussed good writing, we create a rubric
together. We then exchange a set of writing
papers with another class in a different
school. The papers are marked with a
number rather than a name. The papers are
made into transparencies (or they could be
shared orally or copied in a few group sets)
and using the student-created rubric they
privately assess each paper. The class
discusses the writer’s strengths, possible
revisions and votes on the score which
should be assigned to the paper. The pa-
pers are mailed back with our rubric, scores
and questions or comments attached on a
sticky note. When we receive our papers
and their rubric, there are great discussions
and revision possibilities. Both rubrics are
posted and, over time, revised to become
one rubric that both classes use for the next
paper trade.

Rosemary Caldwell
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814 Shanahan

Lewis Center, Ohio 43035
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